change. From the perspective of US conservatives, it would be hard to imagine a more toxic combination of policy ambitions. And because scientists and climate activists claimed that science dictated their policy agenda, conservatives had every reason to be suspicious about the motives of the scientists and the credibility of their science. The legacy of that strategy is evident in the uniform scepticism of the Republican presidential candidates about global warming.
The Pope, however, draws direct connections between action on climate and conservative US touchstones such as 'family values' . He emphasizes the family as "the basic cell of society" and the starting place for action, because that is where "we first learn how to show love and respect for life" as well as "respect for the local ecosystem and care for all creatures". And because, as ecologically minded people often observe, everything is connected to every thing else, the Pope reasons that "concern for the protection of nature is also incompatible with the justification of abortion. How can we genuinely teach the importance of concern for other vulnerable beings, however troublesome or inconvenient they may be, if we fail to protect a human embryo?" These values are likely to make many scientists and climate activists squirm. But, for the optimism stirred by the COP21 agreement to translate into tangible progress, climate politics in the United States will have to offer a serious place in the debate for the fundamental values that lie behind conservatism. As the Pope has shown, such values are perfectly compatible with action on climate. Along the way, they may even help to expose some of the contradictions and incoherence of the mainstream climate-change regime.
For example, climate politics in the United States has often played out as a de facto attack on the cultural iconography of conservative middle America, such as pick-up trucks and muscle cars. Meanwhile, as people concerned about the climate jet off to international conferences and ecotourism sites, they can mitigate their guilt with carbon offsets -a modern sort of indulgence that the Pope terms a "ploy which permits maintaining the excessive consumption of some countries and sectors".
In acknowledging the climate problem, the Pope has also shown that in this new year, conservative voices and belief systems can begin to enter constructively into the climate debate after an absence of two decades. Yet, if science and religion are beginning to walk together, the devil remains in the politics. And this is where, logically enough, science can learn a thing or two from religion. ■ WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
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